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Abstract 
The article approaches the conceptual boundaries of adult education by analyzing a series of concepts from the Romanian 
educational literature, such as andragogy, popular education, social pedagogy, adult pedagogy. Beyond the previously stated 
purpose, the epistemological conceptualization process is based on a fundamental principle: the predominance of these 
terminological constructions in Romanian educational literature. For the purpose of explaining the semantic relations in the 
terminology related to adult education, we identified several circumstances where meanings originating in international literature 
are analyzed separately by Romanian authors: eg. Andragogy, a term introduced in the Romanian educational literature by 
Dimitrie Gusti, or Adult Didactics, an  integrating concept advanced by Fr. Urbanczyk and developed by Leon Topa in the 
Romanian literature. The setting of this type of semantic sliders and highlighting the way that contextual features have 
contributed to the meaning of terminological construction analysed in this study. 
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1. Introduction 
Current educational approaches plead for the consideration of adult education as a field with its own identity, the 
purpose of which is to study the theory, practice and methodology of learning in adulthood and which is part of the 
current system of education sciences. Establishing a distinct and unified conceptual framework for adult education is 
a useful yet laborious and applied approach in shaping the epistemic identity of the area. A series of interrogations 
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enable the articulation of a unitary and clarifying perspective in this study: What is the purpose of adult education? 
What are conceptualizations underlying the differentiation between adults engaged in various acts of learning? 
What is perspective, the "magnifying glass", in analysing the concept of adult education?
2. Semantic Relationships in Romanian Adult Education 
2.1. Adult Education-Lifelong Learning 
The analysis of the relationship between adult education and lifelong learning is based on an inventory of 
international normative documents, with a certain role in determining significance. In 1919, the Committee on Adult 
Education in England assessed the need for lifelong learning, an idea which was materialized in 1929 with the 
advent of a paper with the same title. During the International Conferences on Adult Education, organized by 
UNESCO, the concept of lifelong learning experiences a sequence of stages in its development: in 1949, at the 
Conference held in Denmark, the idea of adult education occured sporadically, whereas in 1972, during the Third 
Conference on Adult Education, in Tokyo, adult education is approached through direct reporting to lifelong 
education. According to the Report to UNESCO of the International Commission on Education in the XXI Century, 
published in 1996, lifelong learning is defined as "the engine of society", which is based on the following pillars: 
learning to know, learning to live together, learning to act, learning to be (Delors, 1996). The Memorandum on 
lifelong learning is the normative document setting, since 2000, political and action directions in the field of lifelong 
learning at European level. The Memorandum is detailed in six key messages and advocates for the adaptation of 
individuals to economic, cultural and political changes in company societies. 
Romanian theorists analyze the specific features of lifelong lerning, by reporting to a number of dimensions of 
the educational phenomenon. Leon Topa (1973) defines lifelong learning as a process of "diversification, a replay at 
higher stages, the restructuring of knowledge, conversion and transfer of skills" (Topa, 1973: 28). In the article Le 
contenu de l’enseignement dans le contexte de l’éducation permanente, George Văideanu (1976) draws attention to 
the tendency of reducing lifelong learning to adult education or to a component of the latter, namely the vocational 
education. For Văideanu, adult education is an expression of the continuity of education, a level of lifelong learning 








Fig. 1. The relationship between lifelong learning, general education and vocational education. 
Văideanu (1988) assesses the following characteristics of lifelong learning: continual (all educational influences 
exerted on the individual, during a lifetime), global (integration of all levels and types of education existing in a 
community or society in a continuum) and complete (providing a multidimensional and balanced education) (idem). 
In modern times, the goals of lifelong learning in the Romanian area consider the formation and development of key 
skills and specific competencies belonging to a field of activity or qualification. According to the Romanian 
National Education Law 1/2011 (Title V), lifelong learning includes all of the following stages: early childhood 
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education, secondary education, higher education, continuing vocational adult education and training. The 
institutions responsible for the organization of learning in informal contexts are accredited education suppliers and 
cultural organizations such as museums, theaters, cultural centers, community centers, professional associations, 
trade unions, non-governmental organizations. 
2.2. Adult Education – Andragogy 
 The original use of the word andragogy belongs to Alexander Kapp, German theorist publishing, in 1833, Plato's 
Erzienhungslehre (Plato’s educational ideas). Describing lifelong learning as a fundamental process in adulthood, 
Kapp believes that self-reflection and character education are the core values of education. Malcolm Knowles 
(1968), in the article "Andragogy, not Pedagogy" distinguishes between the science of child education and the 
science of adult education stating the fundamental principles of andragogy: adult involvement in the learning 
process, both when setting goals and in the evaluation, learning by harnessing life experiences, a relevant stage in 
the access to knowledge (Knowles, 1968). Based on the model proposed by Knowles, Peter Jarvis (1985) examines 
the relationship between pedagogy and andragogy, highlighting the specificity of the two areas, in relation to the 
action of the subject involved in the act of learning (Jarvis, 1985).  
In Romania, Dimitrie Gusti used in 1938 the term andragogy meaning "pedagogy of culture, pedagogy of 
mature youth (Gusti, 1938). The sociologist considers that adult education consists in establishing a program of 
social, cultural action, based on knowledge and monographic research on social realities that must consider the life 
of the village and community as a whole. Dimitrie Gusti is the initiator of a comprehensive educational project in 
rural areas, conducted during 1925-1948, structured on the idea of research-action. Students from different 
faculties formed interdisciplinary teams and travelled to villages in order to get informed on the socio-educational 
reality of the rural community. Together with students and teachers, the teams included agronomists, veterinarians, 
craftsmen of the household. Beyond the investigative perspective, the role of the student teams was to undertake a 
work of education, to prevent the evil, contributing to the spread of Literacy and Economics, Agronomy, Hygiene 
and Medicine (idem).  
In modern times, the concept has lost its original meaning, being addressed in papers on the historiography of 
education in order to explain the genesis processes of adult learning. 
2.3. Adult Education – Popular Education 
Ferdinand Buisson publishes, in 1896, the first report on popular adult education (Buisson, 1896), a text that 
benefitted from translation and a wide distribution in Europe. Genevieve Poujol (1981) considers that the differences 
in terminology in the field of adult education and popular education vary from one geographical context to another 
(Poujol, 1981). If in Europe, popular education is the process of "strengthening masses through culture" in the 
United States, popular education aimed at literacy and culturalization programs of disadvantaged social categories. 
Significant for the epistemology of the field is the contribution of Paulo Freire (1970) who, in Pedagogy of the 
Oppressed, determines the distinction in education for two social categories: the ruling class and the people. The 
system proposed by Freire advocates for recovering the differences in education, through popular education, 
informal programs. Benigo Cacérès (1936) in Histoire de l'éducation populaire, assesses the onset of popular 
education which was the publication of Report on instruction, by Condorcet in 1792. Ferrer (2011) considers that 
popular education covers such activities as: evening classes for adults, informal vocational courses, initiatives of 
bourgeois associations to train the working classes, interdisciplinary activities promoted in the popular universities 
(Ferrer, 2001).  
In Romania, the Danish folk school model (folk high schools), promoted by Nicholas F. Grundtvig, in 1840, had 
a significant influence on the generalization of the concept of popular education. Spiru Haret indicated the new 
direction by passing the Law of 1899 which granted expanded access to education for all individuals, regardless of 
their age or social status. Maria Itu (1981) analyzed the specific features of the Romanian popular education 
between 1859-1918, capturing among features such aspects as: the trend of institutional organization, territorial 
extension and the diversification of educational approaches according to the necessities and social realities (Itu, 
1981). Itu (1981) describes a series of historical events that have characterized the Romanian popular education in 
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the period under review: the union of the principalities and the formation of the Romanian national state, conquering 
independence in 1877, the emergence of the industrial proletariat and the establishment of the first political parties, 
the establishment of the Social Democratic Workers Party in Romania, in 1893. The establishment of popular 
education institutions relates to two criteria: the acquisition of viable models from countries having a tradition in the 
area and the creation of new, original, forms which are socially and culturally adapted to Romania.  
2.4. Adult Education – Social Pedagogy 
Although the constitution of the Romanian social pedagogy paradigm has been the subject of research of many 
pedagogues, highlighting the influence of social pedagogy in the development of adult education is a process of 
conceptualization required for explaining the relationship between education and the dynamics of social change. 
One of the first uses of the phrase social pedagogy in Romanian literature belongs to Simion Mehedinti, 1919, a 
theorist establishing a separate normative system in terms of adult education. Advancing the need for a dynamic 
instead of a static pedagogy, Mehedinti adopts the normativity of social pedagogy, which is consistent with the 
educational needs of contemporary society (MehedinĠi, 1919). Mehedinti believes that school should be included in 
the social environment of education as "the return of townspeople to the village coincides with custom recovery" 
(ibidem, p. 161).  
Gheorghe Dumitrescu (1972) establishes the complementarity between adult education and social pedagogy, 
which is explained in the paper – Social Pedagogy - Science of lifelong education of adults and of the masses. 
Dumitrescu believes that adult education "has only practical value, indicating the action taken" (Dumitrescu, 1972). 
Thus, it is necessary to establish a scientific theory, and establish a science of adult education which is in 
complementarity with the science of social education and of the culturalization of the masses. Analyzing the nature 
of the existing relationship between social pedagogy and general pedagogy, Dumitrescu (1972) states that the 
former, and all the other special pedagogies, are based on the laws, principles and methods gained from the second, 
studying and seeking ways and means of efficient implementation in specific problems and areas. 
Leon Topa (1973) places the phrase social pedagogy in the context of education sciences and social-educational 
activities (ğopa, 1973: 22). ğopa distinguishes between general pedagogy, social pedagogy, social and educational 
activities and setting disciplines, advocating for the generalization of the phrase adult pedagogy to highlight the 
specific methods used in the social process of education, instruction and training in adulthood, while the phrase 
andragogy is used in the sense of "differentiation of adult education from youth education (ibidem: 20).        
According to ùtefan Bârsănescu (1976), social pedagogy and adult pedagogy are two distinct branch pedagogies. 
ùtefan Bârsănescu examines the nature of relations established between adult education and pedagogy in relation to 
the temporal dimension: under the effect of extensive educational concerns, we are witnessing the foundation work 
of branch pedagogies: family pedagogy, social pedagogy, adult pedagogy (Bârsănescu, 1976:170). We find this 
epistemological approach as achieving distinctions between adult education and social pedagogy. Bârsănescu 
considered adult pedagogy to be the latest special pedagogy from the early twentieth century, "incurred as a result of 
peoples’ faith in the power of culture and occupying a special place in the system of education sciences" (ibidem: 
182). Bârsănescu draws attention to "nonsense" existing in the phrase adult pedagogy, pedagogy being, 
etymologically, children's education, while adult pedagogy is a theory of adult education. Bârsănescu considers that 
the pedagogy of the nineteenth century has been seen, until the World War I, as school pedagogy, seen as a theory of 
education that the school, as main institution, should deliver to the younger generation (ibidem:184). After the First 
World War special subjects develop as a new series of sciences: family pedagogy, social pedagogy and adult 
pedagogy, as complex education theories designed to complement the theory of human education from the general 
pedagogy.
     The same approach can also be found at Adrian Neculau (2004) who establishes relationships between social 
pedagogy, adult education and lifelong learning. The semantic sliders are justified by the author by means of the 
way in which meanings are articulated to the goals of educational approaches. Neculau (2004) choose to use the 
phrase social pedagogy – the old name - although, as the author believes, the phrase lifelong learning is more 
comprehensive and adult education represents the modern sense of social pedagogy (Neculau, 2004:21). Adrian 
Neculau states that social pedagogy is the term often used together with sociological pedagogy or even with the 
sociology of education. The first phrase defines "the general theory of human training for the integration of 
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individuals into a social group", the second refers to the scientific discipline in itself, and the third to a "branch of 
sociology for educational phenomena"(idem). Neculau (2004) compiles a set of meanings that "describe the same 
reality" (ibidem:20): basic education, lifelong learning, adult education, popular or mass education, community 
development, mass culture, all referring to practical action to educate individuals during a lifetime. Adrian Neculau 
(2004) considers that between social pedagogy and adult education there are differences reported at the moment of 
prevalence and use of the concept. The old phrase, social pedagogy, gives a more comprehensive definition of the 
concept, that of lifelong learning, while adult education is the modern sense of the same reality: education achieved 
by reference to the social dimension. 
2.5. Adult Education – Adult Pedagogy 
     Roger Mucchielli (1963), in Les méthodes actives dans la pédagogie des adultes, lays down the following 
principles of adult pedagogy: the rigorous definition of purpose, personal accountability and student participation at 
all stages of training, changing the relationship between the participants in the process of training, the use of 
resources (energy) of the group, harnessing personal experiences in the training program. Regarding the relationship 
between teacher and student, Mucchielli states that teachers only have functional authority for adults, as an advisor, 
and no authority conferred by the employment status. 
For ùtefan Bârsănescu (1976), adult pedagogy is not just a simple extension of school pedagogy, but refers to a 
reassessment of the general thesis of pedagogy, depending on the subject to be educated – the adult student - who, 
unlike pupils, has a higher degree of autonomy from the educational institution (Ibidem:486). Bârsănescu 
determines the priority of the expansion and enrichment of studies in adult pedagogy, a process required by the new 
developments in the social sphere, with such topics as: the culturalisation of the masses; the deculturalisation of the 
masses and countering it; subculture, its forms and countering subculture; thorough institutionalization of the forms 
of adult education; new forms of adult education (training, multi-qualification, teaching and professional degrees, 
etc..); main educational methods; postgraduate courses, their organization and operation (idem).  
George Văideanu (1993) considers adult pedagogy as a new paradigm in education sciences (Văideanu, 1993) 
and sets out a number of principles the purpose of which is to understand the relationship between school pedagogy 
and adult pedagogy: the need to apply pedagogy in adult education, the need to establish a mutual correlation 
between adult pedagogy, school pedagogy and university pedagogy within the perspective of lifelong learning 
(Văideanu, 1968). With regard to applying pedagogy in adult education, G. Văideanu believes that it is required to 
replace the traditional meaning that retakes adult education to the dissemination of culture considering adults as 
passive audience, with a "pedagogy of creativity and initiative" (idem). Regarding the second thesis, Văideanu states 
the need to integrate school pedagogy and adult pedagogy in the context of lifelong learning 
3. Conclusions 
Nowadays, both in Europe and in Romania, there is a tendency to adopt a unified conceptual framework, reality 
which is materialized in a series of lexicographical works. In 1990, Peter Jarvis edited the first edition of the 
International Dictionary of Adult and Continuing Education, explaining 5000 significant concepts in the field of 
adult education. In 1999, UNESCO published the Glossary of Adult Learning in Europe, edited by Paolo Federighi. 
Containing definitions of 150 key concepts in the field, the document adapts adult learning processes to the specific 
features of European countries, including Romania, respecting the following categories: general theories and 
concepts, strategies and policies, adult education systems, institutions, programmes, activities and methods, 
categories of audiences. In 2008, under the coordination of the European Commission, the European Adult Learning 
Glossary (Level 1, 2) is published, a lexicographical work which aims to ensure compatibility of the terminology 
existing in the field, based on the studies carried out in 27 countries of the European Union (European Commission, 
2008). In Romania, the Encyclopedic Dictionary of Adult Education, published in 2011, explains specific phrases in 
the field, taking into account the numerous paradigms and practices, addressed within various cultural, political, 
social and economic backgrounds. Beyond the inherent philosophical and pragmatic interrogations, age, 
psychological maturity and social roles are key variables in establishing the epistemological status of this area, but 
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the way these variables influence conceptualization depends mostly on the contextual particularities. 
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